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Outline of Crime in our Neighbourhoods: Myths and Realities - 
Summary
Adam Graycar 
Director 
Australian Institute of Criminology 
We cannot understand crime without understanding the community we live in, 
and the dynamics and changes which lubricate and confront it.  We cannot 
underestimate the changes in the economy, in social policy, in technology, in 
family relations, and in particular the changes experienced by young people 
trying to sort out where they fit into a society in which the goal posts keep 
changing all the time. 
Strategies to improve community safety must target both the potential offender 
and the situation in which the criminal activity occurs.  Two issues which are 
focused on in this paper address:  reducing the supply of motivated offenders, and 
making crime more difficult to commit.  Our endeavours to deal with these issues 
should incorporate: 
• a crime prevention strategy
• a social policy strategy
• a partnership strategy
Three themes which the paper addresses are: increasing the effort required to 
commit an offence; increasing the risks of an offender being caught; and 
reducing the rewards the offender is able to receive. 
Included in the paper is a brief overview of crime statistics for several major 
crimes, an outline of who victims and perpetrators are.  The two violent crimes 
that are increasing are robbery and assault, and the rate in Western Australia is 
at about the national average.  Although WA has higher rates of burglary and 
motor vehicle theft, they have been coming down in recent years.   
Fear of crime affects the well-being of neighbourhoods.  New figures just 
released by the Productivity Commission show that of all Australians: 
• 93% feel safe or very safe in their house during the day;
• 80% feel safe or very safe in their house at night;
• 68% feel safe on public transport during the day;
• 21% feel safe on public transport at night;
• 88% feel safe walking/jogging during the day;
• 38% feel safe walking/jogging at night.
Within each of these situations Western Australians consistently indicated feeling 
less safe than the national average.  And this is in spite of having the highest 
imprisonment rate of all States. 
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Crime and safety issues are complex, interdependent and embrace the activities of 
all government agencies at the national, State and local levels.  Issues such as 
employment, education, health, welfare, and economic and fiscal policy, how 
cities are designed and managed, how our homes and cities secured, and how we 
treat offenders and their victims, can all directly or indirectly affect criminal 
behaviour, perceptions of safety and willingness to participate in society.   
 
Effective crime prevention depends on assembling evidence of what works and 
what doesn’t.  In Australia we are very short on evidence and we rely very 
much on prejudice and fear to shape policy. 
 
The paper stresses the importance of programs based on sound evidence of 
what works, and some of the misconceptions and myths about crime are 
dispelled.  
 
 AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF CRIMINOLOGY  
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Crime costs the Australian community many billions of dollars each year  -  about 
5% of our Gross Domestic Product.  Crime has an impact on investment decisions, 
tourism, property values, retail spending, health costs, environmental quality, profit 
levels, educational outcomes, individual achievement, our ability to attract special 
events, and quality of life.  While we have had some success in measuring the dollar 
costs, we can only guess at the unquantifiable emotional costs suffered by victims, 
the long term effects in loss of trust, and the wasteful loss of opportunity that is a 
perpetual consequence of crime. 
 
Crime clearly affects us all in some way and equally it is in our interests to prevent 
and limit crime and our fear of crime, wherever possible.  It consistently rates in 
surveys as among the main concerns of most Australians.   
 
We cannot understand crime without understanding the community we live in, and 
the dynamics and changes which lubricate and confront it.  We cannot underestimate 
the changes in the economy, in social policy, in technology, in family relations, and 
in particular the changes experienced by young people trying to sort out where they 
fit into a society in which the goal posts keep changing all the time. 
 
We often hear laments for the ‘good old days’, when there was no crime.  Every 
generation will tell their young that it was better in the old days - when you could 
leave your doors unlocked, sleep with your windows open, and leave your keys in 
your car (that’s not going back too many generations).   
 
These ‘good old days’ have been embellished somewhat, and we simply cannot step 
back in time to an earlier era in which the patterns of work, housing, technology, 
family structure, domestic arrangements, financial dependency and sexual activity 
were as they were 100 years ago, or even 40 years ago. 
 
The society in which we live is a society that has come to value instant gratification, 
and our technology delivers this.  We don’t put an enormous amount of energy into 
feeding ourselves - from chopping wood for the stove through to preserving and 
drying.  We eat when we want to.  We don’t wait for our favourite movies - we 
watch them on video when we want them; we don’t bank during banking hours, we 
bank when we want to; we pay our bills by phone in the middle of the night if we 
want to; we use electronic mail so we can get instant replies, not wait for the 
postman; we don’t wait until we get home to make our phone calls, we make them 
instantly on the mobile etc.  
 
Put this against a backdrop of violence and aggression in our entertainment and news 
media, in participant and spectator sport, and fierce competitiveness in many work 
practices, it is a wonder that there is not more widespread violence.   
 
What this emphasises is that we are enormously adaptable.  The overwhelming 
majority of our population does not behave badly; the overwhelming majority of 
young people whose education does not get them a satisfactory job do not behave 
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violently; the overwhelming majority of middle aged people whose skills have been 
undermined, or rendered obsolete by technological change, or who have been made 
redundant do not behave violently; the overwhelming majority of family heads who 
receive insufficient support to maintain their families do not behave violently etc.  
But some do, and cause enormous stress to the community, and keeps the criminal 
justice system in business. 
 
Changes in our social and economic structure have left many people without 
traditional roles with which they feel comfortable, and valued, and this, of course, 
causes tensions.  Australian social structure and economic life is undergoing change, 
the like of which we have not seen before.  Old industries which used to offer 
lifetime secure employment are collapsing.  Occupations are becoming obsolete, and 
the new replacement industries and occupations are more technological and less 
labour intensive.   
 
The globalising economy is driving the restructuring of Australia’s economy.  This is 
creating winners and losers.  This has a profound impact on trends in crime and 
justice, and on social relations in the broadest sense  -  on how Australians live. 
 
Winners will be those with skills that are adaptable and transferable, and which are in 
high demand globally.  Winners will live well, and ride the wave of demographic and 
economic boom and bust. 
 
Losers will be people who are victims of structural change and who are socially and 
demographically isolated  -  young people without skills, people with substance 
abuse problems, older people who find the new technology bewildering,  -  and 
building on cumulative disadvantage, Australia’s indigenous people are likely to find 
the going even more tough.  Significant among the losers will be a cohort of young 
angry males, unemployed, and quite probably unemployable, living for the moment, 
with no prospects for the future.  Its members will seek gratification when and where 
they can obtain it.  Strategies to improve community safety must target both the 
potential offender and the situation in which the criminal activity occurs.  
 
Two aims which I want to emphasise are:  reducing the supply of motivated 
offenders, and making crime more difficult to commit.  Our endeavours to deal 
with these issues should incorporate: 
 
• a crime prevention strategy 
• a social policy strategy 
• a partnership strategy 
 
Facts and Figures about Crime 
 
Today there are probably many many more opportunities than ever before for 
criminal behaviour, and one view is to argue that much crime may be the price we 
pay for living in a world which offers high material benefits and a very mobile 
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lifestyle.  Put that against a context of tremendous social and technological change, 
and we have a complex set of ingredients that don’t seem to fit any of the standard 
explanations. 
 
On a per capita basis considerably fewer people today appear before the courts than 
100 years ago.  Of those who do, fewer go to jail.  But today, women who appear 
topless on the beach don’t find themselves before the court,  men who have sex with 
other consenting men don’t find themselves before the court, but they did a 
generation ago.  But men who bashed their wives and/ or children a generation ago 
did not find themselves before the court, but they do today.  A generation ago crimes 
like Medicare Fraud, credit card fraud, hacking, were not part of the criminological 
lexicon. 
 
But if we stick to good old fashioned violence and property crime  -  assault, robbery, 
and somebody stealing your car or coming through your window to nick your VCR 
or laptop, then the numbers are higher than 20 years ago.  
 
I have seven charts (see Appendix) covering the major offences: homicide, robbery, 
assault, sexual assault, unlawful entry with intent, motor vehicle theft, and other theft 
which is stealing without the use of coercion, eg. pickpocketing,  stealing of stock/ 
domestic animals, and theft of things like bicycles.   
 
But first to put the number of crimes committed into perspective I have included a 
chart of the number of crimes recorded by police for 1997 nationwide. 
 
Number of crimes recorded by police, 1997 
 
As the graph shows, 88 per cent of major crimes are property crimes. 
 
The homicide rate in Australia is now at the same level as a century ago.  Because 
the figures are low, the chart shows clearly the variability from year to year in some 
states.  It can be seen that in Western Australia in 1996 there were less than half the 
number of homicides than in 1994 and 1995, and from 22 homicides in 1996 to 39 in 
1997 shows up as a huge increase. 
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Robbery in Western Australia has been increasing over the past five years at a 
slightly higher rate than the national average.  In 1997 police recorded 21 261 
robbery incidents in Australia.  Of these incidents, 58% were unarmed robberies, 
32% were committed with a weapon other than a firearm, and 10% were committed 
with a firearm.  Because the type of weapon was not always defined, it is possible 
that some of the weapons included in the ‘other weapon’ category were firearms.  
The average number of recorded robberies in WA was about 6 per day. 
 
In 1997 there were 123 940 incidents of assault in Australia.  Most commonly they 
occurred in a residential location (39%), while 38% occurred in community 
locations.  Assault is increasing in WA and is slightly higher than the national 
average, but is considerably lower than in NSW, SA and NT. 
 
The ABS Women’s Safety Survey revealed that only 15% of women who had 
experienced sexual violence in the last twelve months reported the incident to police, 
therefore this chart may not reflect the true extent of the crime.  There is considerable 
variation in Western Australia in the commission of this offence over the five years 
indicated on this chart.   
 
Western Australia is considerably above the national average for the crime of 
unlawful entry with intent.  In 1997 there were almost 420 000 incidents across 
Australia; 68% occurred in residential locations, a large majority of which were 
private dwellings; 13% were committed in retail premises.  While nationally there 
has been a slight increase in the numbers of this crime recorded over the past three 
years, in Western Australia there has been a decline. 
 
The rate of motor vehicle theft in Western Australia is far higher than the national 
rate, although 1996 and 1997 show a considerable reduction over the previous three 
years.  Nationally, motor vehicle theft has remained relatively stable over the past 
three years and is considerably lower than at the start of this decade.  In 1990 there 
were about 140 000 vehicles stolen whereas in 1997 there were just over 130 000 
motor vehicles recorded by the police as stolen.  Most (63%) of motor vehicle thefts 
occurred in community locations, that is, from a street or car park.  17% were from 
residential locations.   
 
As I mentioned earlier, other theft is the crime most commonly recorded by police.  
A little over one ‘other theft’ occurred every minute across Australia in 1997.  Of all 
recorded incidents of stealing 37% took place in community locations.  Of these, 
17% were from a street/footpath and 12% from a transport location.  36% took place 
in other locations, such as retail premises.  Residential locations were the scene of 
22% of cases of other theft. 
 
Fear of crime affects the well-being of neighbourhoods.  New figures just released 
by the Productivity Commission show that of all Australians: 
• 93% feel safe or very safe in their house during the day; 
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• 80% feel safe or very safe in their house at night; 
• 68% feel safe on public transport during the day; 
• 21% feel safe on public transport at night; 
• 88% feel safe walking/jogging during the day; 
• 38% feel safe walking/jogging at night. 
 
Within each of these situations Western Australians consistently indicated feeling 
less safe than the national average.  And this is in spite of having one of the highest 
imprisonment rate of all States. 
 
It has long been asserted that older people are more fearful of crime than younger 
people.  When an older person is victimised in a horrible or brutal manner, this 
invariably receives publicity leading some to believe that this is the continuing way 
of the world and the daily activity of villains.   
 
Official crime statistics show that people over the age of 65 are the least likely to be 
victimised, and that the prevalence of victimisation declines progressively from the 
early twenties.  (Data available from the Australian Institute of Criminology.) 
 
Older people, like all others, are at risk from 4 main sources: 
 
1. Family members, friends and acquaintances, who may assault or steal from them  
2. Strangers who may victimise them 
3. Commercial organisations or “white collar” criminals who would defraud them 
4. Carers with whom they are in a “duty of care” relationship and who may neglect 
or abuse them 
 
Older people are no more vulnerable to “everyday” crimes, such as burglary, 
robbery, assault, motor vehicle theft, though the demographic transition (the greying 
of Australia) may see a slight shift in victimisation rates.  The potential probably 
looms in the physical and financial abuse of older people both at the hands of family 
and professional carers.  Negligence and fraud by professionals, especially health 
care professionals, legal professionals and finance industry professionals is a 
potential area of risk. 
 
Who are the Victims? 
 
We know that crime is not an equal opportunity predator.  The chance of becoming a 
victim depends on where you live, how you live, who you are and who you know.  
The older you are the less likely you are to be a victim of crime, and the richer you 
are the less likely you are to be a victim of crime. 
 
We know that victims of violent crime often know their attacker.  This is most 
likely the case in homicide, where two thirds of victims are killed by a family 
member or an acquaintance; most assault victims know their attacker, around one 
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half of robbery victims, and less than half of sexual assault victims know their 
attacker.  (As mentioned earlier, most sexual assaults are not reported to police.) 
 
We know that many people are victimised in their homes, and that one’s home is not 
the safe haven that we would wish it to be.  While the overwhelming majority of 
robberies occur outside the home, the majority of sexual assaults occur inside the 
home, as do the majority of homicides.  So too, do a variety of violent crimes that are 
loosely described as child abuse, elder abuse, and domestic violence. 
 
We know that males are twice as likely to become victims of assault as are females.  
This applies both to younger (under 20) and older (over 50) people.  The risk of 
assault for a male under 20 was 81 per 1000; compared to 9 per 1000 for a male over 
50; and 4 per 1000 for a female over 50.  Older females have the greatest fear, and 
the lowest risk.  Unemployed people are twice as likely to be victims of assault as 
employed people. 
 
We know that the younger the person the more likely they are to be a victim of 
robbery.  Young males (under 20) are 50 per cent more likely to victims than 
younger females; yet for the over 50s, the rates for males and females are the same. 5 
per 1000 compared to 32 per 1000 for young males and 23 per 1000 for young 
females).  Unemployed people are twice as likely as employed people to be victims 
of robbery. 
 
We know that households comprising couple families with or without children had 
the lowest risk of burglary; one-parent households had the highest risk of burglary.  
Owner/purchasers had a burglary risk of 59 per 1000, compared to a rate of 93 per 
1000 for renters. 
 
We know that more crime is committed against business than against individuals or 
households.  Burglary affects one quarter of all businesses, as does theft by 
customers, followed by fraud, vandalism and assault on staff. 
 
We know that victims invariably feel isolated from and disparaged by the criminal 
justice system.  Several States have legislation on victims’ rights and compensation, 
but victim support agencies cannot meet the demand on their resources. 
 
We know that conflict and crime are related.  Conflict in our society is inevitable 
and the management of conflict and the capacity of social organisations to reduce its 
escalation structures the incidence of crime.  Public policy has a significant role in 
containing and de-escalating conflict. 
 
Who are the Perpetrators? 
 
There are no definitive answers as to why individuals commit crimes.  We do know 
that participation in crime declines with age.  It is commonly asserted that property 
crime arrests peak at age 16, and drop to lower than half that by age 20.  Violent 
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crime arrests peak at age 18.  However, young people who become involved in crime 
at the earliest ages - before they are 14 - tend to become the most persistent 
offenders, with longer criminal careers. 
 
Young offenders tend to be versatile and rarely specialise in particular types of 
crime, including violence.  The overwhelming majority of young people do not 
commit crime. 
 
We know that juveniles tend to commit crimes in groups, and that they are most 
likely male.  Very few girls are in corrective institutions, and are more likely than 
boys to be held for non-criminal conduct. 
 
We know that the probability of arrest increases with each subsequent arrest, and that 
a few offenders are responsible for a large number of arrests - about five per cent of 
male offenders are chronic offenders, who account for about half of all known 
offending. 
 
There were approximately 19,000 people in prison in June 1997.  Just under six per 
cent were female.  Almost one in five prisoners is Indigenous, and Indigenous 
persons have an imprisonment rate 17 times that of non-indigenous people. 
 
Imprisonment rates vary around Australia.  The NT, WA and Queensland have rates 
well above the national rate, while Tasmania, Victoria and the ACT have rates well 
below the national rate. 
 
What we do know about criminals refers mainly to street criminals and repeat 
offenders.  Sophisticated and white collar crime is a vast playing field and we don’t 
know very much about who criminals are, apart from the tiny minority who are 
caught. 
 
One Western Australian entrepreneur who is presently doing time was convicted for 
one fraud, the value of which equalled the value of all the household burglaries in 
Australia for 84 weeks. 
 
Crime prevention  
 
Four types of prevention strategies work differently under different circumstances, 
and relate differently to different situations 
 
• Criminal justice prevention 
• Developmental prevention 
• Community prevention 
• Situational prevention 
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Today I am going to focus on what we call situational crime prevention measures.  
Situational prevention refers to interventions designed to reduce the opportunities for 
crime and to increase the risk and difficulty of offending. 
 
The three principal tenets involve: 
• increasing the effort 
• increasing the risks 
• reducing the rewards 
 
The general strategy is to set out to make the crime too difficult to commit, mostly by 
closing off opportunities, and also not making the activity worthwhile.   
 
This involves great skill in design, and in planning.  It involves the very fabric of our 
urban design, and the creation of harmonious patterns of human interaction.  At 
another level it involves things such as:  better locks; screens; security cameras etc. 
 
Increasing the effort involves hardening targets.  This can be done at various levels.  
One way is to use our design skills to make access and egress much more difficult.  
If there are 10 ways to leave a housing development or a cul-de sac, that’s a lot less 
effort than if there are only two!  Designing location can increase the effort for crime 
to be committed.  Deflecting the offenders by locating a business near like 
businesses, or by being near public transport may increase the effort.  There are 
planning decisions about the design of space, the configuration of public places, and 
the siting of buildings.   
 
Another level is to do things such as installing bandit screens, using toughened glass, 
tamper-proof locks;  it involves access control, such as locking gates, parking lot 
barriers, PIN numbers, ID badges.  Let me give one simple example of increasing the 
effort.  An up market boutique had tens of thousands of dollars worth of dresses 
ready to be lifted off the racks by a thief, but the staff had every second hanger 
facing the other direction.  Not only did this increase the effort, it increased the time 
required to complete the theft, and the theft failed. 
 
Increasing the risks can be part of a planner’s work.  It involves planning for 
surveillance through good design.  This can include everything from lighting design 
to shrub management, and screening and surveillance  -  as well as things like having 
alarms, police and security patrols, having more staff like caretakers on the site, car 
park attendants  -  anything that makes it more risky for a villain to go about his (or 
her) business. 
 
Reducing the rewards involves making it less worthwhile, reducing the amount of 
cash around (time delay safes), transacting more business using EFPTOS or plastic, 
marking property, PIN numbers for radios etc. 
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There is always the displacement effect to consider.  It has been argued that by 
reducing an offender’s opportunity to commit crime in a certain place or certain time 
simply causes the criminal to go elsewhere to offend.  This is not always the case. 
 
However we look at it, decisions about where to put a street light, a stop sign, a 
speed hump, a highway or a back alley, a new housing development, or even 
decisions about whether to open a school or close a school all have criminogenic 
implications. 
 
For our crime prevention activities to work however, they must be evidence based 
and built on knowledge derived from research.  Our crime prevention activities, 
wherever they take place, should be accountable, and their impacts subject to 
rigorous assessment.  I can’t stress too much the importance of investing in research 
so that we really know, rather than just have gut feelings, about what works, what 
doesn’t and what’s promising. 
 
As the renowned criminologist Marcus Felson (who is speaking later) reminds us, a 
predatory crime has three minimal elements.   
 
• a likely offender,  
• a suitable target (either person or property) and  
• the absence of a capable guardian or prevention mechanism. 
 
Unpacking the situation is like peeling the layers of an onion.   
 
The likely offender could be a career criminal, weighing up the risks and benefits 
and making a rational choice, or perhaps somebody driven by desperation, despair or 
bad luck, or a kid who simply doesn’t know which end is up, somebody easily 
influenced by their peers, or somebody who cannot control emotions of anger or 
frustration. 
 
The suitable target doesn’t need a lot of explanation  -  just use your imagination. 
 
The capable guardian is shorthand for the variety of crime prevention strategies, 
and this is where a lot of our debate will take place.  The two key elements of the 
capable guardian are our community fabric, and the design things that increase the 
effort, increase the risks, and reduce the rewards.   
 
Social Policy 
 
Understanding our community fabric and the way our communities work involves 
understanding social life and the values and mechanisms of government in 
structuring how we live.  This, in simple terms is what social policy is about. 
 
Social policy is the application of the values and principles underlying the 
Government’s provision of social and economic support to its citizens.  The ideal of 
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a basic standard of living in modern industrial societies was very much a product of a 
synthesis of Keynesian economic theory and the program for social policy 
formulated by Beveridge in Britain during World War II.  In this perspective, the role 
of the state as a regulator of economic activity (Keynes) was extended into the 
provision of universal health services and income maintenance for those unable to 
secure adequate income from the market, as well as the provision of universal 
retirement pensions (Beveridge).  Entitlements to these benefits were incorporated 
into social and political theory as the rights of citizenship. 
 
The allocation of resources by governments through redistribution of economic 
surplus generated in the economy suggests that the extent of distribution or 
redistribution depends on the amount of surplus produced and, for this reason, an 
important aspect of social policy is the role of the state in the management of the 
economy.  This function does not lie so much in the direct participation of the state in 
market activities as in creating conditions that enable the market to function.  The 
effect is an integrated system of provisions and arrangements which together seek to 
maintain a minimum standard of living. 
 
This system may be divided broadly into serving two distinct, although not mutually 
exclusive, functions: 
• Facilitating function:  enabling the market to function and enabling people to 
function in the system by developing or enhancing their capacities for production 
and consumption; 
• Maintenance function:  maintaining the system under control and providing the 
means for physical survival of those individuals and groups who do not obtain 
these means (or do not obtain sufficient means) through the market. 
 
Social Trends  
 
Population 
Australia’s population is characterised by a change in the balance of numbers 
between children and elderly people.  Both groups are not generally part of the 
labour force and rely for their support on the state, the community and families.  In 
1986 every 100 people of workforce age had 51 people of non-workforce age to 
support.  Projecting to 2006, this number will drop to 49 but the balance between 
young and old will alter significantly.  Economically and socially, there is increasing 
inequality, with growing affluence at the top and in the top half of the socio-
economic structure, and deteriorating levels of income and growth of dependence for 
income support on the government at lower levels. 
 
Families 
There have been many changes in the structure of families over the past twenty 
years.  The proportion of two parent families with dependent children has been 
decreasing.  In 1988 it was 45.7% and in June 1997 it had decreased to 40.8%.  By 
contrast, there has been a significant growth in the number of single parent families 
(as a percentage of all families).  In 1988 one-parent families amounted to 8% but by 
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1997 this figure had risen to 10.4%.  The economic viability of many single parent 
families is rather precarious and the large majority of these rely for their income on 
government support.  Because of the rise in unemployment, an increasing number of 
two parent families also have to rely on government support.  The large majority of 
single parent and two parent families affected by unemployment are now the poorest 
and most disadvantaged people in Australia.  At the same time, since the mid-1960s 
there has been a trend towards two income families among middle and high income 
earners.  A feature of changes in the Australian family has been an increase in 
inequality. 
 
Disability and Illness  
In 1987 there were 289,100 pensioners on disability support.  This has increased to 
527,500 in 1997.  Most people reporting a long-term ill-health or disability condition 
are not necessarily so sick that they are in need of regular health attention.  The main 
needs for many relate to income, access to services and, for some, assistance with 
mobility and employment.  Many people with long term mental health conditions 
have moved from being clients of the health system to being clients of the criminal 
justice system.  
 
The Labour Force 
The past thirty years have seen dramatic changes in the structure of the labour 
market, affecting the occupational composition as well as age and gender 
composition.  The most striking feature of the period has been in the relative change 
in labour force participation rates between the sexes.  Between 1966 and 1991, 
participation rates for men fell from 84% to 74%.  This fall was most dramatic for 
men 65 years and over: from 23% to 9%.  There has also been a significant 
withdrawal from the labour force by men aged between 55 and 64 years.  The rates 
for married women rose from 29% to almost 53%.  Many of the jobs taken by 
women have been casual or part-time in what is known as the secondary labour 
market.  Unemployment has become increasingly ‘entrenched’ among certain 
sections of the labour force, mainly among workers in manual occupations.  There 
are now many people in the labour force who have been unemployed for two or three 
years, and have little prospect of finding employment. 
 
Immigrant Australians  
Today, nearly one in four of Australia's 18.6 million people was born overseas. For 
the past two financial years, New Zealand displaced Britain as the largest source 
birthplace of migrants.  Since 1987 there has been a slight increase in the proportion 
of migrants in the Australian population, from 21.5% to 23.3% in 1997.  6.2 per cent 
of the population was born in the UK and Ireland, 6.8 per cent was born in Europe, 
5.3 per cent was born in Asia, 2.3 per cent was born in Oceania, 1.2 per cent was 
born in the Middle East and North Africa, and less than 2 per cent in other regions.  
The NES-born population is ageing more rapidly than the Australian population as a 
whole.  However, ageing is only one of the many social issues facing the immigrant 
population.  Chief among these has been the issue of social participation and access 
to community services.  The concepts and policies of multiculturalism are 
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precarious; almost daily voices are raised against immigration and the notion of 
multiculturalism, as migrants are frequently blamed (unfairly) for anything that is 
‘wrong’ with society.  
 
Poverty 
Poverty is difficult to define because it means different things to different people.  
Generally it is regarded as the level at which people can no longer achieve personal 
autonomy and economic independence.  In economic terms this means a capacity to 
consume a certain flow of goods and services (eg. Nutrition, income) as well as 
access to, or possession of, certain stocks of goods and services, such as housing, 
education and income security.  In Australia poverty is usually measured from a 
relative standpoint, ie. where a family’s income is low in comparison to the income 
of other families.  All families are ranked according to levels of equivalent income, 
and a poverty line is drawn at a point on the distribution, below which they are said 
to be living in poverty.  The level at which this line is drawn, however, is subjective 
and poverty lines set at different levels result in different estimates of the number of 
people in poverty.  Using the Henderson Poverty Line (most commonly used in 
Australian studies), in 1995-6 there were approximately 8.9 million income units∗ in 
private dwellings in Australia.  Of these 1.8 million income units (3.4 million people, 
1 million of whom were dependent children) were below the poverty line. 
 
Indigenous population 
The 1996 Indigenous population count has increased by 55% since 1986, compared 
with a 12% increase in the non-Indigenous population.  A contributing factor is the 
greater willingness of people to report their Indigenous origin.  On every indicator 
Indigenous people in Australia fare very badly:  in health, mortality, education, 
employment, drug use and dealings with the criminal justice system.  It is projected 
that if the current rate of imprisonment of Indigenous people stays the same, by 2011 
there will be a 50% increase in the number in prison. 
 
Crime dynamics 
 
Understanding these population dynamics, and the ways in which governments 
structure them helps us understand the dynamics of crime, and especially the 
dynamics of crime in neighbourhoods  -  at a level that we can do something about.  
Let’s start with a simple observation. 
 
Most places have no crime, and most crime is highly concentrated in a relatively 
small number of places.  Some shops have no robberies, while a few have lots.  A 
few entertainment venues have a lot of problems, most have none.  Even in high 
burglary neighbourhoods most residences have no burglaries, while a few suffer 
from repeat burglaries.  Understanding clustering and repeat victimisation and crime 
‘hot spots’ is very important in striving for both efficiency and effectiveness.  
Blocking criminal opportunities takes place by understanding place, and strategies 
                                              
∗ Income units are made up of one person or a group of related persons within a household, whose income 
is assumed to be shared. 
Adam Graycar Crime in our Neighbourhoods Fremantle, March 1999 
s:\ps-lib - ccrs\graycar speeches\4 graycar speeches 1995 - 2003 aust ins of criminology\99-03 perth gosnells\99-3 perth gosnells.doc
  page 13 of 16 
that are appropriate for houses, flats, shops, warehouses, factories, public transport, 
parks, pubs etc.   
 
Identifying dangerous places, risky routes, unassigned spaces is a useful starting 
point for thinking about ways to eliminate the spatial characteristics which assist 
people wanting to commit a crime. 
 
Marcus Felson calls his approach “Natural Crime Prevention” – which he says is 
 
“…the chunking and channelling of human activities, in imitation of nature, to 
reduce crime temptations and increase controls.”  
 
Felson divides up the urban space along a public/private continuum and I find this a 
very useful starting point for thinking about the question, “What makes a place 
dangerous?” 
 
Starting on the left of the continuum is private space.  The privacy of a place, 
according to Felson’s definition, centres on the restricted admittance to that place.  
Thus, a home is a private place but so may a school be, or a club or an office, even 
though these places may not be privately owned.  At the other end of the line is 
public place, where there is complete public access, such as a shopping mall or a 
public park or perhaps a university campus. 
 
The middle of the scale is the most interesting part.  A large housing complex with 
fences but with unlocked gates is semi-private, inhibiting access only partially.  
Small local streets are semi-public.  While access is available to all, local residents 
provide an informal surveillance service and thereby place limits on the actions that 
passers-by feel comfortable taking. 
 
According to this model, a useful contribution to reducing urban crime would be to 
make as much space as possible private, semi-private or semi-public.  But this would 
be very controversial as it would really be the politics of exclusion.  However, parks 
and streets should not be too large and public housing should not have vast 
unassigned spaces. 
 
These concepts are not new.  Almost a decade ago the National Committee on 
Violence brought down its far reaching report.  Let me read you two of the 
recommendations. 
 
Recommendation 105: Local governments should consider the implications for 
public safety of those planning decisions with which they are involved.  In 
particular they should be mindful of crime prevention through environmental 
design. 
 
Recommendation 106: Town planners should incorporate security measures in 
design and when considering planning proposals. 
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We must always remember that good planning and design can include ways to 
increase the effort and increase the risks for anybody contemplating a criminal act. 
 
Partnerships 
 
Responsibility for putting into place the necessary means to prevent crime is usually 
beyond the scope of any one agency or sector, and least of all, the criminal justice 
system.  Successful crime prevention therefore requires a fundamental change in the 
way governments do things.  The broader community must be encouraged to accept 
ownership of, and show leadership in community safety and crime prevention. 
 
This in turn requires a whole of government and whole of community approach, 
which is about breaking down barriers and cooperating to achieve negotiated, shared 
outcomes of mutual benefit.  These agreed outcomes must be built into the business 
plans of all relevant agencies in both the government and private sectors.  It is not 
about altering or diverting the core business of these agencies but creating a 
recognition that community safety outcomes have a value in their own right in 
improving core business results.   
 
A key development in urban crime prevention is the promotion of partnerships 
among stakeholders.  The traditional way of thinking about crime prevention – with 
the police as the only preventers of crime and the courts as the first stop rather than 
the last resort – just doesn’t work well enough.  This, as you would realise is not to 
diminish the outstanding work of the police and the courts.  It is simply a recognition 
of the increasing complexity of life as we near the end of the twentieth century and 
the need to find all-rounded responses to complicated problems. 
 
Well developed partnerships can boast of very good track records in addressing 
crime.  I could cite examples till the cows come home.  Partnerships are worth 
pursuing and our efforts at crime prevention could include a partnership blueprint 
in the early planning stages.  The International Centre for the Prevention of Crime, 
located in Montreal, did something along these lines and there is scope to adapt the 
Centre’s framework to help us ensure that we include all the relevant players at each 
stage of our action plan.  What I have in mind is something along these lines.   
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Example of an action plan using partnerships 
 
G = Government agencies J = Justice Department 
L  = Local authorities  C = Citizens 
P = Police    X = Private Sector 
 
ISSUE TASK PARTNERS 
Strategic Action   
 Analysis of crime trends GLPJ 
 Research and development GLPJ 
 Promoting good practice GLPJCX 
 Training and information GLPJCX 
Crime Prevention   
 Designing out crime GLPCX 
 Social control GLPJC 
 Supporting families GLPJC 
 Promoting responsibility GLPJC 
 Breaking the cycle of 
violence 
GLPJC 
Priorities for Tackling 
Crime  
  
 - against property Residential burglary LPJCX 
 Vandalism LPJCX 
 Car theft LPJCX 
 Commercial robbery LPJCX 
 - against persons Domestic Violence GLPJC 
 Violence against children 
and the aged 
PJC 
 - involving triggers High crime locations LPJCX 
 Gangs LPJC 
 Firearms GLPJC 
 Drugs GLPJC 
 Lack of security LPCX 
 
For the emerging approaches to be effective, several fundamentals are necessary to 
accept: 
 
• Community safety is a whole of government activity 
• Community safety involves empowerment and accountability 
• Community safety is more than a bunch of projects 
• Partnership transcends turf protection 
 
 
First, community safety must not be seen as a concept separate from other 
mainstream government and community activities such as education; family and 
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youth support services; alcohol and drug programs; law enforcement; employment 
programs; urban planning and design; health and welfare services; and so on.  
Community safety is rather a key input to, and output of productive economic and 
social activity, be this in the workplace, at home, in retail and entertainment 
precincts, on public transport and in other public places.  As these underlying issue 
areas obviously overlap the responsibilities of many government agencies, a whole 
of government approach is necessary, and this philosophy is becoming evident in 
Victoria at the present moment. 
 
Second, all agencies and individuals must be both empowered and made more 
accountable for their own security and well being.  This will only occur if 
community safety is perceived as having value in its own right, be this economic, 
social or personal.  For example, proprietors of licensed premises now have to be 
made more aware of the risk of litigation if they knowingly allow persons to become 
drunk and injure others; businesses and schools must similarly protect against 
bullying; retail and entertainment precincts must present and maintain a safe and 
welcoming image to attract local patronage and tourists; individuals who do not 
adequately protect their homes and property risk loss, injury and higher insurance 
premiums; and so on. 
 
Third, local community safety initiatives should not be seen solely and simply as 
being project based.  Community Safety will only have lasting impact if its principles 
are incorporated into mainstream practice.  For example, this could include 
developing shared information systems; development of procedural manuals around 
processes such as urban planning, youth services, family support; multi-agency 
professional development strategies; multi agency team based approaches to 
community safety issues; changes in laws, regulation and policy (eg local laws on 
public drinking); joint newsletters, media releases and other marketing strategies; and 
so on. 
 
Fourth, agencies, both public and private, must move away from operating as ‘silos’ 
and engaging in battles over ‘turf protection’.  Let me give you an example from the 
motor industry.  General Motors was renowned, in the past, as being the epitome of 
the silo company.  Car buffs would draw a design in their silo, wonderful examples 
of fins and glitz, and then and toss the drawing over the wall to the engineers in their 
silo, who were supposed to turn the design into feasible blueprints.  This they would 
do, and then the engineers would chuck the blueprints over their wall to the factory 
silo, where workers had to figure out how to build the car.  When the car was built it 
would go to the dealers who were supposed to sell it and provide service and 
warranty support on the basis of the advertising agency’s view of what was saleable.  
No one ever penetrated the silo wall and faced other groups of workers nor discussed 
the project from everyone’s point of view.  GM have come a long way since then, 
and their product has improved dramatically. 
 
In other words, organisational cultures, structures and business plans must change 
from being ‘closed’ to being based on collaboration, and should have greater lateral 
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integration across functional areas.  This applies equally within agencies as well as 
across agencies. 
 
To achieve community ownership and responsibility for community safety, 
governments’ greatest challenge is to develop inclusive frameworks or community 
safety plans which describe the priority issues of most concern to the community and 
the shared outcomes which need to be achieved.  These outcomes must be pitched at 
a level beyond ideological and cultural differences and vested interests.   
 
For example, in the context of our current problem with illicit drugs, an aim of 
‘ridding xyz street of drug users and dealers’ is much less likely to be successful in 
the longer term than an aim of ‘turning xyz street into a vibrant centre of social and 
economic activity’.  Negotiating and setting short and long term aims that offer 
benefit to all stakeholders is therefore a critical element of developing a community 
safety framework. 
 
Misconceptions and myths 
 
I have tried to outline some misconceptions about crime statistics, victims, 
perpetrators, and places in which crime is committed. 
 
Australia is one of the safest countries in the world.  Australians can go about their 
daily lives with little chance of their becoming the target of a criminal attack.  But it 
does happen  and when it does it devastates people  -  and the prospect that it might 
happen worries a lot of people.  
 
We know that more crimes take place in our homes than on the streets. 
 
We know that it is very rare for a woman to be attacked or killed by a man she does 
not know. 
 
The true extent of crime has been distorted by an increase in the reporting by the 
media of criminal events.  Far more coverage is given to violent and extreme 
incidents than in the past – far more than any increase in the crime rate warrants.  
Modern communications have made the world a smaller place and we now hear of 
violent crimes being committed on the other side of the world and react almost as if 
it had happened in our neighbourhood.  
 
We know that the interpretation of crime statistics is much more difficult than the 
interpretation of most other statistics.  We are bombarded with stats but trends are 
not always easy to discern, even though they may seem obvious.  People experience 
crime and report it in different ways; authorities may choose to follow up or not; 
counting rules vary across time and place; legislation changes, and so too do 
definitions; law enforcement priorities and resources change thus affecting activities 
and outcomes. 
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Australia needs much better crime statistics to make Australia’s anti-crime strategies 
more effective.  
 
The criminal justice system is seen as the primary agent for reducing crime.  
However, most crimes are not reported to the police and of those that are, most do 
not result in an arrest.  The criminal justice system reacts after a crime has been 
committed.  Its success in reducing crime through the use of deterrents is mixed.  
Deterrents are unlikely to be influential in crimes of passion, adolescents who believe 
in their invulnerability, to those who feel they are outcasts from society anyway, ie. 
they have no stake in the community, or on professional criminals who accept the 
costs as part of the risk (Hahn). 
 
Despite perceptions to the contrary, violent offending by juveniles is relatively 
uncommon.  Gang violence is not a major problem in most jurisdictions.  The 
innocence of youth, however, is questionable.  As I mentioned before, involvement 
in property crime peaks at age 16 and declines after that.   
 
The cleverness of offenders tends to be exaggerated.  The portrayal of criminals in 
the media, both in news coverage and in dramas, is usually the skilful carrying out of 
intricate criminal activities, whereas in fact most crime is quick and easy to commit 
and is performed by unskilled offenders. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
We know that investing heavily in the first three years of life makes good crime 
reduction sense.  It can yield enormous benefits down the track in savings in health 
expenditure, income support expenditure and criminal justice system expenditure.  
But there are some difficult social policy issues in knowing how to target these 
expenditures, and fixing limits to ensure optimum benefit. 
 
A developmental approach works from the basis that law enforcement comes into 
play more to deal with offending, and less to prevent offending.  The aim is to work 
cross-sectorally to turn potential future offenders into good citizens.  If they grow up 
to be offenders behind bars they cost the community in the order of $50,000 p.a., not 
to mention the emotional and financial costs to the community in the course of 
getting them into prison; nor the likely social security payments after their release.  
Investing in appropriate developmental activities  -  primary health care, early 
childhood supports, education and training, is more likely to turn them into 
productive taxpayers.  But all of this may sound a bit unreal for Freemantle on a 
Monday morning. 
 
The key to the success for the reduction of crime in our neighbourhoods will be 
achieving broad community agreement that good social relations  -  the politics of 
inclusion coupled with good urban design is a more feasible target for most of you 
here today.   
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We know that is very costly to maintain large criminal justice systems, including 
police, courts and prisons, and you need to communicate that.  My task is to identify 
new approaches that build on local and international experience, and that are backed 
by research evidence, and involve the wider community and the private sector. 
 
Crime and safety issues are complex, interdependent and embrace the activities of all 
government agencies at the national, State and local levels.  Issues such as 
employment, education, health, welfare, and economic and fiscal policy, how cities 
are designed and managed, how our homes and cities secured, and how we treat 
offenders and their victims, can all directly or indirectly affect criminal behaviour, 
perceptions of safety and willingness to participate in society.   
 
We all have a role to play in building the partnerships to meet the emerging 
challenges for community safety.  The safest communities are not those with the 
most police and prisons but those with the strongest community structures, including 
socialising institutions, families, and economic opportunities. 
 
Those opportunities exist and can be moulded.  Human beings, who are almost 
unique in having the ability to learn from the experience of others, are also 
remarkable for their apparent disinclination to do so, but I am sure that does not 
apply to those of us here today. 
 
 
